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FOR MARY ANN

In your eye

was the sea,

in the sea

a fish,

in the fish

a dream,

in the dream

a stone,

in the stone

the seed

of the flower

that breaks

the stone.

January 4, 1978


Table of Contents



I

II

III

IV

V


“Take what you want,”

God said. “And pay for it.”

—SPANISH PROVERB


I

BLUE RIDGE

MILITARY INSTITUTE

Gaston, Virginia

May 23-25, 1942


The honor of your presence is requested

at the marriage of

MISS CORINDA LAMONT BILLINGS

to

SECOND LIEUTENANT WILLIAM JEBEDIAH BRADWIN

Saturday, the twenty-third of May,

at two o’clock in the afternoon

Cadet Chapel

Blue Ridge Military institute

Gaston, Virginia


From the Journal of Captain C. R. Bradwin,

Fifth Regiment, First Cavalry Division,

U.S. Army

Saturday night, May 23

The horrors have ended; or at least I have them at a distance. For now.

I’ve always wondered about my ultimate capacity for good sour mash sipping whiskey, and now I see that I’ve nearly finished the bottle which the indispensable Hackaliah brought to my room about eight this evening. It is now shortly before midnight. And I am cold staring sober. True, there is numbness along one edge of my tongue that might be attributable to drinking. But my hand is steady, and I easily read that which I have been setting down in these pages; read without the faintest blur, or those appalling moments of frozen blankness that troubled me earlier. (Curious that I can write at all. Another discipline well learned, what Boss calls the “taxing art of self-revelation.”) I suppose, rather than drinking myself into a stupor, I’ve achieved a state of dreamlike consciousness in which I can function creditably, as a professional soldier should, touched but not paralyzed by the tragic circumstances that by the dreadful tragedy we have almost lost control. I am not as remote as I thought. I felt drastically unbalanced on a narrow ledge of the mind, about to go crashing—not into the aisle below, that aisle already packed with hysterically shoving men and women., but into a dirty dark drowning oblivion … another drink wouldn’t hurt. And the pain in my ankle has reasserted itself. Fortunately it isn’t broken. Soaking has already reduced the swelling by half.

Is there a taint of smoke in the room? The wind must have freshened from the mountains. An hour ago soft rain fell, but not enough rain to dampen the inferno still raging in the George Washington National Forest a few miles away. Fires are burning from Georgia to New England this spring, the most destructive outbreak in memory, with millions of acres of prime timber in peril. It’s sabotage, of course, the work of what the president has called a “sixth column” operating in this country. Those cadets who have not yet taken leave for the summer have been in the mountains all day, supplementing the weary fire-fighting crews of the park service. This lovely old town is in no danger, but I have only to walk (to hobble) across the room to the balcony doors to observe that the eastern sky is a billowing blood-red

bloody

blood everywhere spurting

soaking into the

The mind balks. But, quite apart from the conscious mind, the pen writes on as I sit and watch it, writes scarcely faltering, clean legible words words words waiting. Waiting for me to. And I must. If I am to have my sanity, then before memory is sealed like a grave I must account for it—all that I instinctively reject as inexplicable.

God grant there is an explanation: not to be found in poor Clipper’s face; oh, my dear brother, nothing there but the harrowing madness … I need to look elsewhere to begin, to understand.

Boss could have used his considerable influence with our chief of staff to arrange a week’s furlough, for me, which would have meant precious additional days with Nancy. Despite the stunning naval victories in the Coral Sea and the jubilant talk one hears now of total victory in the Pacific by year’s end, I doubt it will all be over so quickly. Who knows how many months, or years, we will be separated? Of course only in wartime is it possible to win promotion as quickly as I hope to. Just two years ago Eisenhower was a Lt. Colonel with the 15th Infantry and, it must be said, not particularly well thought of; Patton, in my estimation a great soldier, advanced only from captain to colonel in the twenty years between the wars.

Weighing every consideration, I felt that 72 hours was as much time as I could spare. My troop is combat-ready and the entire “Hell-for-leather” is long overdue for assignment. Marking time on border patrol is hard on the men, and there can be no more boring place to wait than the dry, brutally hot plains of west Texas. After months of crack training, morale is our chief problem: Men who are spoiling for a fight and who feel they are being ignored by the high command (we are dismounted cavalry, to be sure, but still looked upon as quaintly out of fashion) soon lose heart. I have confidence in Lt. Neal (Blue Ridge ’39 and a K.A. brother) and his ability to command; perhaps he does have an unfortunate tendency to ingratiate himself with his superiors. No matter, I would have felt derelict enjoying so long an absence from duty at this critical time.

With only 72 hours at my disposal it was not possible to attend both the graduation exercises at Blue Ridge and the wedding two days later. I chose to arrive the night before the wedding. Nancy and I would then have nearly all of Sunday to ourselves. (I thought her decision not to join me at Ft. Bliss was a wise one. The old post is wretchedly overcrowded; because of her allergies she would find the heat and the punctual, twice-a-day sandstorms all but unbearable. Also, without a family to care for, there is not very much at the fort to keep her occupied. I was afraid of another spell of deep brooding, heartbreaking lament for the lost child. For the duration I felt she was better off at Dasharoons, with Boss to look after her—and she did seem to get along very well with Nhora.)

My transportation was arranged by the Air Service Command. I would fly from Ft. Bliss to Kelly Field to Ft. Bragg in North Carolina. Boss would have a car waiting in Fayetteville.

Unfortunately an engine, of our transport overheated, resulting in a delay of three hours in San Antonio. The flight was subsequently diverted to New Orleans to take on high-priority cargo, which turned out to be the household effects of an air corps brigadier reassigned from the Canal Zone. By the time the plane was loaded, heavy weather prevented our taking off. Assigned to an uncomfortable billet at the airport, I was sleepless throughout the night, always hoping that the next hour would see an end to the fog and drizzling rain. The roof leaked, and the Louisiana mosquitoes made me yearn for the comparatively mild nuisance of the flies at Bliss.

By daybreak Saturday (only this morning? How could so much of my life be destroyed in a single day?) the weather was still dismal. Fortunately I was able to complete another long-distance call to Boss. I regretfully told him that I couldn’t make it. Then I tried to talk to, and console, Nancy, but we were abruptly cut off. I spent an angry ten minutes in a futile attempt to replace the call.

“Are you Captain Bradwin?”

What a small world it can be! The speaker was Lt. Colonel Milo Cotsworth of Malvern, Arkansas, Air Corps Ferrying Command. Col. Cotsworth’s father, a state supreme court justice, was a friend of Boss’s (but nearly everyone of consequence in the state has been to Dasharoons at one time or another). As luck would have it, Col. Cotsworth was returning East, having flown a number of distinguished British visitors, among them Field Marshal Sir John Dill, to observe mechanized maneuvers at nearby Camp Polk. He’d heard of my predicament and offered a solution on the spot.

“Captain, I’m flyin’ to Washington when it clears up enough so I can see to get off the runway. Now, I believe that new landing strip at Camp Pickett, Virginia, is long enough to accommodate my airplane. How far’s that from where you want to be?”

“Camp Pickett? A two-hour drive, at the most. But—”

“Don’t worry about the weather, wind’s northwest at 23 knots now, should blow most of this crud out to sea in another hour or so. I’ll talk it over with the limey brass I’m haulin’ around, but I don’t think they’ll raise a fuss about havin’ you aboard.” He looked thoughtfully at me. “I could drop a name or two, I suppose.”

“Only if necessary, colonel. And thank you, sir. This means a great deal to me.”

“Okeydoke then, look to be takin’ off at about 0730.”

Col. Cotsworth’s estimated time of departure was on target. Minutes after seven-thirty we rose skyward to meet the rays of the sun above a low-hanging cloud bank. Soon we were winging north in a sky of purest cerulean. The aircraft was a new four-engine Boeing Stratoliner, so recently requisitioned from Pan American Airlines it had not yet been repainted. A hearty breakfast was served by stewards. Our guests from Great Britain, all of eminent rank, were flatteringly courteous to a junior officer. Many of them were scholars as well as soldiers, and even Field Marshal Sir John Dill appeared to be well acquainted with Boss’s six-volume history of the Civil War. Following a stimulating discussion of Longstreet’s tragic flaw, I withdrew to nap for almost two hours, until we touched down at Camp Pickett.

Another pleasant surprise awaited me at the field. As I stepped from the plane, a staff car flying the insignia of the camp’s commanding officer drove up.

“Sir,” the driver said, throwing open the door for me, “General Blaisdell’s compliments, and he hopes you enjoy your stay in Virginia.”

I looked up just as the starboard engines of the Stratoliner restarted and saw Col. Cotsworth signaling thumbs-up from the cockpit. I smiled my thanks and saluted as he taxied down the landing strip. All of the frustration I had earlier suffered was now forgotten. Relaxed after my rapid journey to the Old Dominion, I eagerly anticipated my reunion with those whom I love most dearly on this earth.

My driver, Sgt. Lew Chittum of Roanoke, made excellent time despite the fires burning along the Blue Ridge. A pall of smoke and ash across the southern approach to Gaston brought us to a standstill at times, but I reached the institute shortly before two o’clock.

It was my first visit since my own graduation in 1937; even so I wasn’t prepared for the pleasant wave of nostalgia that rose in my breast, lifting my heart well into my throat. If there is a more beautiful campus in the world, I have yet to be informed of it. Designed by Thomas Jefferson, the famous Hilltop Parade is lined with notable examples of classic revival architecture. There are six temple-form structures of dark red brick with extensive porticos and whitewashed columns thirty feet in height. The fourteen-acre Parade is surrounded by towering ash and elm trees. To the right as one enters upon the Parade are the cadet barracks. Against a panorama of the mountains, the cadet chapel rises in isolated splendor across the field, overlooking the campus. Today, however, as we drove along the Parade the mountains were not visible and the sky was queerly burnished by an indistinct sun. The air was unusually sultry for spring.

As the car approached the chapel I heard what sounded like the 50-voice boys’ choir from nearby McKinley School. Horse-drawn carriages waited on the wedding party. The line of limousines along the chapel drive could not have been less than a hundred yards long. Undoubtedly half of official Washington had driven down for the wedding of Secretary Lawton’s granddaughter, and Boss’s own party had required the use of a ten-car private train. There would be few seats remaining in the chapel.

Two of Clipper’s classmates, wearing full-dress uniforms, saluted as I went double-time up the steps to the ivy-framed doors. One of them recognized me.

“Sir, didn’t think you were going to get here.”

“It seems like a miracle to me,” I replied, and went in. The choir had concluded their prenuptial anthem and already bridesmaids were starting down the right-side aisle. Six of the girls, all dressed in pale orange chiffon, fidgeted next to sashed and sabered ushers as they awaited their turns.

Corrie Billings turned slowly on her father’s arm and stared nearsightedly at me through the fine net of her veil. I pay scant attention to what women wear to be married in, but her gown struck me as being something very special—I’m sure it was an heirloom. The gown was cream satin embroidered with tiny pearls; it had a full skirt and a long train. Instead of a bouquet, Corrie held a small prayer book in her gloved hands. All around her, the children: spit-combed or meticulously braided, pale with the excitement and prestige of the moment, in their velvet and ruffles richly overdressed, like scaled-down royalty. Two boys to carry the train, two girls with baskets of tiny wild-flowers.

With her charming quirk of a smile, Corrie pulled her veil aside, showing not a trace of nerves.

“Champ, come here,” she said softly, but with a sense of command few officers of my acquaintance could equal, “We sure are happy you could make it.”

I lightly kissed her cheek and shook hands with her father, who stood half a head shorter than Corrie and smelled of bay rum and sharp sweat. It was stuffy in the small vestibule, but Corrie was oblivious.

“You look wonderful,” I told her.

“Thank you, sir. I let mama and all the cousins and aunts do the worryin’ for me. It’s the only way to get married. Well, now everybody’s here, almost. Nhora’s back at the train with her navel packed in ice, poor thing. Might be appendicitis, the doctor says. Or maybe it’s something she ate didn’t agree with her.”

“Damn shame. Nancy?”

“Sittin’ down front beside Boss. She’s been all smiles these last couple of days, havin’ herself a good time. Guess you’re glad to hear that. Sure sorry about the baby, Champ. Don’t you go givin’ up, hear? There’s gotta be a Champ junior in the family.”

“There will be. And how’s Clipper?”

“He’s been just a little strange lately—that’s normal I guess. I peeked around the corner at him just a minute ago. Oh, Lord, he looks s’handsome in that uniform! I know I’ll do somethin’ dumb at the last minute. Cry. Reckon nobody will see me blubber because of this veil. Isn’t it lovely though? Belonged to my great-grandmother, Sally Armitage Billings—What’s the matter with you, honeybuss, you got to go pee?”

One of the trainbearers nodded woefully.

“Can you hold on a couple extra minutes? Then when you get up there on the altar—like at rehearsal, remember?—just ease on out the chancel door to your left, there’s a toilet there you can use.”

The organist was already well into “Here Comes the Bride.” “Corrie,” her father said hoarsely, “for God’s sake, you’re gettin’ married.”

“Reckon I better go before Clipper thinks I changed m’mind,” Corrie said. She readjusted her veil. “Big brother. Champ, be seein’ you.”

“Save the next to the last dance for me, Corrie.”

“I surely will.” And off she went with her father, and into the chapel; I could hear a wave of rustlings and the murmur of voices as heads turned to the tardy bride.

I went upstairs to the gallery, and was not pleased to note that the steps sagged and the cracks in the stucco walls had widened since my days as a “midge”—a lowly Fourth Classman. The chapel was built in 1834. During the Civil War it was shelled and severely damaged in the battle of Rickett’s Mill, fought in the nearby woods. Rebuilt after the war, the chapel now stood sadly in need of restoration. I resolved to bring this to Boss’s attention; as the senior member of the board of regents, he was in a position to get something done.

I passed the ranks of the boys’ choir and moved toward a vacant spot in the front-row pew at the end of the gallery, which overlooked the altar below.

There were roses, stephanotis and gardenias everywhere—in hanging baskets, woven into the white latticework that transformed the altar into a pleasing bower. Droplets from an alabaster fountain were ignited by the light focused through an octagonal window in the back wall of the chapel. I saw a mild rainbow, and unexpected halos appeared in the greenery. The air in the chapel was sweet, very nearly oppressive. Handheld paper fans waved everywhere, to little effect. It might have been my imagination, so recently had I come from the burning hills to the east, but I was certain that I smelled woodsmoke even here.

Corrie was now approaching the altar with her father. There may have been tears behind the veil. From a distance I couldn’t tell, but as she moved regally those last few yards to join her betrothed she acknowledged a nonagenarian auntie seated in a position of honor on the aisle. She paused ever so briefly, spoke, and fetched a smile from the frail old lady. Yes, Corrie was totally self-possessed even during these tense moments. Which was more than could be said for Clipper, who stood far more rigidly than military demeanor required, very nearly transfixed, his china-blue eyes wide as he stared at Corrie.

I sighed for him, recalling my own unreasonable terror just before I was married to Nancy. I had walked out on the altar with my attendants in a mood of quiet anticipation, perhaps just a trifle impatient to have it over with. But my first glimpse of Nancy in her wedding gown did me in; my throat filled, my heart pathetically, I was afraid of fainting. I cannot imagine that even my first experience in combat will so completely separate me from my wits. I married Nancy two years ago, and even now I have only the dimmest memory of our exchange of vows. Nancy has said that when I placed the wedding band on her finger I was so cold to the touch she almost cried out. Boss raised us, trained us, to be afraid of nothing, but somewhere along the line he forgot to mention what an ordeal it could be to stand with someone you love desperately and say a few simple words before a minister. Boss has married three times himself, the last time to a woman a year younger than I, so I suppose the idea of marriage has never fazed him. But my father is an unusual man in every respect.

Perhaps it was the depressing heat, or it may be that the tension of the unexpectedly long journey, filled with detours and delays, caught up to me just then. Thinking of my own wedding while watching another cast me into a mood of rueful lethargy. Suspended in a vale of fascination between past and present, I felt overwhelmed by shadows, an apprehension of events within events I couldn’t hope to articulate.

While the wedding proceeded as pageantry, at a cadence peculiar to dreams, my inner vision was sharpest for oddities, fragments, notions: the slight indentation of Corrie’s slippers in the plush blue carpeting of the altar steps; the sibilance of water in the fountain, drops indelible in light and air like Lachiyma Christi; the vaulted, soaring organ; a nod, a smile, a yawn—all seemed too vivid, unbearable as reality. I looked at my Nancy, but was shut out by the floppy brim of the hat she wore, denied even the fleeting comfort of imagining that she would turn and find me (her long look, her astonished, blissful smile), for she sat next to my father, that powerful, coarse and goaty gentleman with one galled eye and a Viking’s bent for ravishment.

My qualms—childlike, rankly sexual—were of dispossession, though of course he had a young wife of his own, bolder and gayer than Nancy, and he would not be a predator within the limits of his own family. Nancy spoke to him. He dipped his head below the brim of her hat to listen. His hair was longer than ever, inches below his collar, coarse white and peppery gray and yellow-streaked, the precise yellow of nicotined fingers. He squeezed her slim hand with his own. The organ ceased, the silence thundered, I was sexually aroused as I often am in church, I looked elsewhere.

On the altar Corrie’s father had stepped back; the beads of sweat on the back of his balding head caught the light and glistered. The trainbearer with the overburdened bladder did his vanishing act; two photographers tried to be inconspicuous as they snapped pictures. And Clipper had moved stiffly to Corrie’s side. I noted the single gold star on the collar of his tunic, an honor for which only a handful of graduates of Blue Ridge have qualified: For four consecutive years Clipper had stood first in his class.

I expected him to be wearing the sword presented by the company to their First Captain on graduation day, the usual ornate affair, gold-encrusted, perhaps capped by an eagle about to take wing. I have such a sword, and I am always thrilled by the sight of it. But Clipper had chosen to wear another saber, straight instead of curved, a practical fighting man’s weapon which I recognized. The blade was thirty-seven inches long, one and one-eighth inches wide at the hilt. It had been given to Boss in 1911 by the famed “Monsieur l’Adjutant,” Cléry, master of arms and instructor of fencing at the French Cavalry School in Saumur—a rare appreciation of an outstanding pupil by the professional champion of Europe in the foil, dueling sword and saber. Now the saber belonged to Clipper, and it was no surprise that he had chosen to wear it in preference to the First Captain’s saber. Honors do not come easily at Blue Ridge, but Boss bestows his blessings even more sparingly.

It was a moment of conflicting emotion for me: There is no doubt that I was envious, yet a lump came to my throat that resisted swallowing. I was so proud of Clipper I wanted to shout—perhaps also I wanted to break the languorous, melancholy spell that had enfolded me, to give Clipper respite, bring a smile to his strained face.

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered together here in the sight of God …”

The pastor, wearing the scarlet hood of his Oxford University degree over a black academic gown, had begun the ceremony. In a few minutes then, with a burst of Mendelssohn and the traditional arch of sabers, it would be over. My mind wandered. The reception, I recalled, was to be at the historic Stonewall Jackson residence situated just off campus, a landmark now administered by the state of Virginia. It had been secured for the reception through much arm-twisting, I was sure, plus a heavy outlay of cash, but the usual site of cadet wedding receptions, the Officer’s Club, would not have been large enough or grand enough for this affair.

“… an honorable estate, not to be entered into unadvisedly, but reverently, discreetly, and in the fear of God.”

Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Hackaliah standing at the rear of the gallery near the steeply pitched choir stall, a long way for his dimming eyes to perceive the exchange of vows taking place a hundred feet away. But I’m sure that just being there was enough for Hackaliah, our other “boss,” a part of the family from my earliest memory. He was already well into his thirties when he became Boss’s “striker” just before the turn of the century, which made him at least seventy-five years old. Even Hackaliah couldn’t reckon his true age. He remained broad-shouldered and imposing despite the years, but now as he stood there in his wrinkled linen suit he also looked haggard and ill to me, off-color, and his hands wrung a Charleston planter’s straw as if he intended tearing it apart.

“If there be any present who can show just cause that these parties should not be legally joined together …”

When I returned my attention to Clipper and Corrie I felt it for the first time: a faint shuddering movement, as if the entire chapel had been jolted noiselessly to its foundations. A large tree falling nearby would have produced an identical sensation, and I recalled walking on Park Avenue in New York, feeling the street quake in a similar manner from the vibrations of the many trains in the tunnels of Grand Central Station. I thought nothing of the chapel tremor, and apparently no one else did either.

“Who giveth this woman to be married to this man?”

But there was a second tremor, perhaps three seconds after the first. Earthquake? Possibly, yet I doubted there had been a noticeable quake in this part of Virginia for hundreds of years. Again it happened! Truly shaken this time, a few of the more apprehensive wedding guests began to look around and whisper.

“What was that, daddy?” a child asked.

Her voice was not loud but it carried. On the altar the minister hesitated and rubbed his cheek, staring at Clipper as if he’d forgotten his name. This time I noted the interval: exactly three seconds between tremors. So it could not be an earthquake, as I understood the mechanics of earthquakes: They rumbled and roared and shook the earth continuously. Here in the chapel there was a definite pause between episodes, almost as if—

“Jebediah Wil—uhhumm, excuse me. William Jebediah Bradwin, wilt thou have this woman to be thy wedded wife—”

The venerable chapel shook for the eighth time; it was obvious to all that the shaking had become more pronounced, as if the walls and beams could scarcely withstand these mysterious tremors. There was a fine cloud of dust in the air; it could be seen sifting down near the back of the gallery. The boys in the choir were staring at the ceiling above their heads. The stout organist inadvertently pressed a key and the organ pealed dismally. Nine—ten—Now voices were louder throughout the sanctuary, the wedding seemed all but forgotten. There was no panic, only a restless dismay.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” said the pastor, “if you please—”

His mouth clamped shut as we all were jolted. This time a general outcry resulted which grated on the nerves. Wedding guests were everywhere on their feet. I was astonished to see Clipper step away from Corrie, clasping his head as if in pain.

Hackaliah’s callused hand pressed my right shoulder. I looked up into his eyes. He stank of fear.

“It’s the bell, God help us, the bell!”

Yes, the bell! It had been in the back of my mind but I had dismissed the notion as incredible because no sound accompanied its destructive, forbidden tolling. Nonetheless only the 9000-pound bell in the tower above the choir stall and organ loft could cause such stress as it swung back and forth. Because of the deteriorating condition of the chapel, the bell had not been used for twenty years, and I wondered angrily whose idea of a joke this was. Undoubtedly the clapper had been muffled so that its stroke would go unheard while losing none of its force.

“I’ll put a stop to this,” I said, rising, but Hackaliah held me in place.

“No way you can stop it,” he said. “Nobody there! You just get Clipper out of this place. Quick, ’fore he—”

Hackaliah’s eyes left my face; startled, he reared back, still clutching my shoulder so hard that pains shot up my neck. Then he released me, turned me in the direction of the altar.

Clipper had drawn his saber. He stood looking into the air, disoriented, demoralized, the narrow blade half-raised, flashing like a mirror as he turned and the chapel shook and the sound of the cracking roof threw the wedding guests into an uproar.

From seats all around me a scramble ensued. I was jostled but could not look away from Clipper, although there remained a moment during which I might have acted, taken command to quell the frenzy. On the altar no one moved. The pastor, clutching Scripture, was staring at the ceiling, tongue between his teeth. Opposite me the gallery wall cracked and a window shattered in a dislocated frame. This provoked fresh screams, renewed clawing and shoving as the few doorways became clogged with people trying to get out before what now seemed the inevitable collapse of the chapel.

On the altar Clipper whirled full circle, reckless with the saber, which he held in both hands; his best man was forced to dive to the carpet to escape injury. I could not believe what I was seeing. I was brave enough—my courage cultivated, enforced by will and an ingrained sense of obligation not to fail, not to let anyone down—but Clipper had been born fearless, he would take any risk, accept any dare, and emerge laughing from a self-imposed ordeal.

What had happened to my brother?

The floor of the gallery was moving. I felt as if I were trying to maintain my balance on a barrel rolling lumpily downhill. I grabbed the railing to keep from falling. Hackaliah was yelling at me, but I couldn’t distinguish words. A bridesmaid had run for her life; two more of the girls clung to each other, stood sobbing in a litter of flowers and fallen trellis. Clipper’s attendants were rooted, their own eyes reflecting his manic distress.

Only Corrie Billings seemed not to have surrendered to pandemonium. Reaching out, she attempted to calm Clipper, bring him to his senses, by holding the blade of the saber immobile in a gloved hand. I caught my breath, pulse knocking like death at my temples, because I was aware of the extraordinary keenness of that blade.

No one will ever know what she said to him, or if she spoke at all. But I’m sure there must have been love in Corrie’s eyes even as Clipper’s eyes congealed with loathing and he drew the blade from her fist. It was an easy, unforced, practiced withdrawal, as if they’d done it many times before in a ceremonial way. Corrie opened her hand and the palm was already red with her blood. And I think it must have been the sight of blood as the silent bell continued to pound the chapel to pieces and the screams of the trapped guests assaulted the senses, the inescapable fact of first blood, that sent Clipper into his paroxysm of destruction.

Oh, and he was good with the saber, as Boss had patiently taught.

A flick of his wrist and slight thrust and the level blade went right through Corrie’s veil and the column of her throat inches beneath her raised chin. Then the veil behind her head filled as if inflated by a gust of air, a backward breath, and I saw the elegant tip of the wetted blade holding the veil away from her nape for an instant before Clipper retracted it, stood stiffly presenting his saber level and red at the razor edge for her inspection. Corrie nodded, weakly, hands going to her throat; then she turned and, head high, eyes deeply dreaming behind the veil, both hands clasping the wound so that nothing showed, started down the altar steps as if to return to her father, who was already packed and panting in the middle aisle, unaware like almost everyone else of what had been done to Corrie.

On the last step she suddenly and awkwardly lost her motor control and fell to one side into Boss’s arms. Her hands came away from her throat and blood began pumping everywhere, as if from a burst hose.

I screamed—unheard—and vaulted over the railing, not caring who or what was below me. I landed feet first on the seat of a nearly abandoned pew, teetered, almost had my balance, then lost it and twisted my left ankle as I stepped off the bench. The pain brought tears to my eyes but didn’t stop me for long.

While Nancy shouted for help and Corrie lay bleeding to death in Boss’s arms, her limbs jerking so ecstatically she was difficult to hold, two of Clipper’s attendants seized him. But they were unable to contain him. Clipper ducked, shrugging one boy off, holding his saber in a firm two-handed grip. With an artful swipe he flicked away an offending hand; it fell somewhere among the green plants on a trellis and stuck there, climbing disembodied toward heaven. The second boy received a blow on the head but with the flat of the saber, and so his life was spared.

I heard more sounds of shattering windows and glimpsed men throwing themselves through the jagged panes to safety outside. Plaster fell in chunks from the ceiling. I clambered over the rows of pews toward Boss, ignoring the hot irons in my ankles. A woman had fainted in her seat. A little boy, perhaps her son, was down between pews, clinging to her hand, shivering. He pleaded for help as I crawled over them. But I instinctively felt that Boss most needed my help.

On the altar Clipper had whirled again, his saber above his head. Overheated by the act of murder, his face was awry with a crazed passion. Boss was pushed off balance by a woman who stepped over the doomed Corrie without a glance. Boss saw me coming and was momentarily stalled by surprise; then he reacted to my frantic, pantomimed warning.

He turned, but Clipper was already on him. The long arc of the saber sheared Boss at the neckline and his expression was still puzzled, the blighted eye squinted almost shut, as his head bounded onto a pew seat (a horror so extreme I refused to acknowledge that it could have happened). Nancy, chalk-faced, backed away from Clipper, only to be shoved forward almost to the saber’s edge by someone in the aisle behind her. I realized that Clipper intended to kill her too. And there was no way I could reach them in time.

But Clipper was distracted as a large piece of the ceiling fell, close to him. He dropped his saber, then groped for it. One of the bridesmaids had completely lost her wits and was sitting with her back to a side pillar of the altar, brow knitted in concentration as she tried to brush the white streaks of plaster from her delicate chiffon dress. The boy whose hand had been cut off was receiving emergency treatment from brother officers. The pastor had led two hysterical girls to a chancel door half-hidden by greenery and was doing his best to persuade them to leave. For some reason they balked at going through the doorway, although from there it was just a short flight of steps to safety.

I propelled myself over the last pew and seized Nancy’s arm.

She looked at me as if she’d never seen me before. “See what happens? See what happens?” she cried, her eyes curiously without life. “I think—”

I shook her and screamed in her ear.”Nancy! Follow the pastor! He’ll get you out of here!”

“Can’t leave. Boss—oh—ahh—and Corrie—don’t you see Corrie?” Her eyes widened, her voice squealed. “You’re standing on her!”

I was, but poor Corrie would never know. I pushed Nancy toward the nearby steps. “Run!” I begged her. I knew Clipper had retrieved his saber. I turned, protectionless, one arm raised against the attack I was expecting.

Clipper was poised to hack me to pieces, but when he saw my face he froze. I don’t know why.

“Clipper,” I said, “don’t do it anymore! Don’t do it.” I was babbling, but I didn’t care. Anything to keep him motionless, to stay the saber and give Nancy precious seconds to escape. I was conscious of her moving away, stumbling up the altar steps. I knew she was watching Clipper too. But his eyes were on me as the silent tolling bell continued its slow demolition of the chapel. By then the chapel may have been half-emptied; there was no one else around us and I was barely receptive to the morbid wail, the voices of the trapped and threatened. My lack of awareness undoubtedly was due to shock, that plus the strain of continued eye contact with my demented brother as I summoned the will to control him.

His shoulders were bunched, his head lowered, from my viewpoint precisely divided by the erect line of the saber. I tried to divine the intimate processes of his mind and felt thyself reeling into a complementary madness. More of the ceiling fell. Clipper spoke, but it was nonsense.

“Da—Da—Dom—Danbhalah Ai-da Wédo. Gen-loa! Mawu!”

On the altar Nancy lost her footing and fell. Clipper turned, his saber dipping away from me. I tottered on my bad ankle, hit him twice with my fists—a clumsy one-two. The blows had little effect. He ducked a third punch and jumped to the altar. It seemed to shake under his weight. Altar lights flickered. Rolling pots spilled flowers, and candles smoked on the carpet. Clipper arose moaning loudly and went after Nancy’s head with his saber.

One of Clipper’s attendants had drawn his own saber, a parade piece not intended for warfare. He lunged at the blade in Clipper’s hand. As the sabers clashed and Clipper’s killing stroke was deflected, Nancy crawled from between them and got to her feet. Clutching the front of her dress in one hand, she ran to the chancel door.

I threw myself on Clipper’s back. We fell together. The other boy, his sword cut in two, backed away. Clipper got up. I couldn’t get up, not so quickly, and then all of the ceiling above the altar seemed to be falling on me. For the most part it was harmless ornamental plaster, but the lime was acrid and blinding. I cried out and felt something sharp against a collarbone. Clipper stood over me, the point of his saber inches from my jugular vein.

“Not you,” he said. “Not here.” Gaunt deliverer of sleep, his eyes half-closed. Where do you think you’re going to do it, if not here? I thought. He cast around the altar, but Nancy was nowhere in sight. At least she was safe for now.

“Finished,” Clipper said unexpectedly.

Instead of cutting my throat, he walked away through the mist from the fountain to the octagonal window at the rear of the altar. The glass was still intact. He looked out the window. I wept. He braced by the window, military-fashion, and tilted his head back until the tip of his chin was almost on a line with his long throat. He raised the saber. A drop of water from the tip fell into his open mouth. With a swift downward motion, Clipper sheathed the blade in his gullet.

For a few moments he stood on his toes; his hands fell away and I saw the gleam of steel between his teeth. Blood began to stain the crotch of his high white trousers. Still balanced in agony on his toes, he fell against the window and went through it in a sparkle of exploding glass.

I don’t know how long my attention was focused on that window but it was like the crystal of a dropped watch and time is motionless in hell. Then Hackaliah fumbled in ruins and stood me on my feet. The air seethed with dust, but the chapel stood still.

“It stopped,” I said.

There was a lump on Hackaliah’s forehead; his eyes were dazed, the whites speckled with old bloodknots. “Come on,” he insisted, “might fall down anyhow.”

“Boss?” I said, attempting to turn back, but Hackaliah wouldn’t let me go.

“Leave him,” Hackaliah groaned. “You don’t want to see him.”

“But I saw him already. His head just fell off.” Like a fantasy with ogres, a wicked cartoon, his bad eye closing in a spontaneous giggle as it sometimes did when he was peevishly drunk, putting on a bragging show: Look at me, bet you can’t do this! Lost his head. But then what Clipper did—The dust in my throat gagged me and I vomited.

Next I was mindful of clean air, my face pillowed on grass. My midsection was knotting with spasms. I stood and, without Hackaliah to support me, fell right down, an electric shock traveling up my leg and spine to the base of my skull. Next I tried sitting, my back against a low wall.

The sloping lawn was filled with wedding guests, some as helpless as I. Women in rag finery were having hysterics under the trees. The compressed violence from within the chapel had flowed outdoors and was dissipating, but slowly, beneath a low sky. The sun was absent; yet the day burned almost invisibly, like a gas flame, its light turning the leaves to a shade of weathered bronze, turning faces soup-bone gray. Open wounds had the glitter of cheap spangles. Bodies were lifted out of the chapel while men watched for the collapse of a severely bowed brick wall on which vines dangled, mooringless. Despite the many men in uniform, no one seemed to have taken firm command. Doors slammed as limousines were loaded and raced each other madly across the pristine Parade, behaving like beetles in a tipped-over cracker box. I knew that some of the limousines would not stop until they had returned to Washington.

Tyrone, Hackaliah’s youngest son, vaulted the wall I was sitting against and kneeled beside me, his priestly face nearly ultraviolet from exertion, his eyes nervous but inquisitive as he surveyed the grim scene. Distantly I heard the wail of the community’s fire siren, calling together those volunteers who were not already occupied with the forest fire along the Blue Ridge.

“Captain,” Ty said, “come with me.” He put an arm around me. He was a tall thin man two years younger than I, and very tough.

“Where’s Hackaliah?”

“Gone to the hospital with Miss Nancy. Where you need to be.”

“I’m not hurt that badly,” I protested. “Someone will have the good sense to set up emergency facilities in the cadet barracks. Help me over there.”

“You need a doctor,” Tyrone said, lifting me.

“What about Clipper? I can’t just leave my own—”

Tyrone had white man’s eyes the color of spit on a sidewalk, keen enough to light up a woods on a dark night; and those eyes, which at times seemed to express an undisguised resentment, had caused him a good deal of misery until he’d learned to veil or never show them at all, like the sort of downcast, turd-kicking nigger he could never be. He looked steadily at me and said without attempting to spare my feelings, “What’s the use? Clipper is done for, captain. He rolled and rolled with that sword stuck inside him.”

“At least we can cover him up, for God’s—”

“Did that first thing. Now, you don’t know what’s best for you. Your mind is confused, captain. You just come along with me and I’ll look after you.”

A truck from the institute’s motor pool came blaring up to the chapel, and more than a dozen cadets in grimy fatigues, their faces blackened after hours on the burning mountaintop, jumped off the tailgate and formed rank, waiting weary and bewildered to be told what to do. Timbers groaned in the chapel; part of the roof settled ominously. The tipped bell tolled once, a mournful sound. Tyrone turned and stared at the bell tower as if hypnotized. Men were spilling out of the chapel, but the roof didn’t cave in. One of the men was Lt. General Jack T. (“Erie Jack”) Bucknam, the school’s superintendent and a long-time friend of the family. Undoubtedly Erie Jack was considered too old for active duty in the new war, but he looked alert and fit as he dusted himself off and surveyed the cadets available for the emergency.

“General Bucknam!” I called, rudely pushing Tyrone away.

Erie Jack changed direction and trotted up to me. “Well, Champ. Didn’t know you were here. This is a hell of a thing. An appalling tragedy! I don’t know what happened yet. We have to get organized. Thank God, I believe we have everyone out of there. You don’t look good.”

“I’ll be all right.”

The white-haired old soldier turned and called two cadets over. “Lieutenant Jenner, there’s a scout car parked at my gate. Fetch it for the captain. See that he’s comfortable in my house and has everything he needs.”

“General Bucknam, I can’t leave—”

Bucknam’s eyes were smarting, from dust or grief. He seemed to be looking beyond me, at the wreckage of a long and satisfying career. In the last analysis, no matter what explanations were forthcoming, he would be held responsible. “What can you do now, Champ? What can any of us do but pick up the pieces? Chapel should’ve been repaired years ago. No one listened. Never enough money. Time to clear this area. Sort out the injured from the ambulatory. Go with these cadets, that’s an order, captain.”

“Yes, sir.” I looked at Tyrone, who had backed slowly away from the military pecking order. He stood, long hands jammed into his jacket pockets, studying me with a frown.

“Ty,” I said, pointing the way through the woods in the hollow of Rickett’s Mill, which separated town and school, “the hospital’s six blocks from here. Find out how Nancy is. Then get me a complete list of Boss’s traveling party. We’ll have people to account for and arrangements to make.”

“Yes, captain,” he said reluctantly, but he was on his way without urging. While the newly commissioned Jenner raced off for the general’s scout car, the other cadet, whose name was Brakestone, gave me a shoulder to lean on and helped me toward the general’s house, which dominated the terraced avenue just outside the west gate of the post.

Jenner met us halfway across the Parade and by then I had remembered Nhora, Boss’s wife, confined to the train and surely unaware of the tragedy.

“The depot,” I said to Jenner, as Brakestone eased me into the scout car. I was sweating coldly, and every move I made intensified the pain in my ankle. My mind flashed with chaotic images of madness; Clipper’s tormented face became a black beetle crawling inside a hard, white skull.

“I know what the general said; damn it, I have family business to take care of! It won’t wait.”

The Southern Railroad’s main line and Gaston freight yard were located in a mile-long valley a stone’s throw from the playing fields of the institute. To the south the valley was steeply walled by one of the several finger ridges that culminated in the now charred and devastated Blue Ridge just a few miles away. From the widow’s peak of Railroad Ridge, a favorite Sunday picnic ground for cadets and their dates, one had a clear view of school and town, on twin hills immediately to the north.

At the eastern end of the valley the Roanoke Highway crossed the tracks on a sooted iron bridge. The brownstone depot and passenger platforms were beneath this bridge. When we arrived, the famed Washington-New Orleans flyer, the Jean Lafitte, was standing in the station. Smoke lay thickly over the rail yard—a combination of wood and train smoke. Boss’s long train had been parked on a southerly siding hard against Railroad Ridge. There was an impressive Missouri Pacific mountain-type engine at the head of the train (the railroad which we owned in Eastern Arkansas, the Delta, St. Francis and Dasharoons, had nothing to compare with this jumbo locomotive) and a total of ten cars, including two flatcars for the convenience of those wedding guests who had brought their own limousines along. Behind the flatcars were a baggage car, a Pullman and a diner for servants, a lounge car, a restaurant car, more deluxe stainless steel Pullmans with the best of drawing room accommodations, and Boss’s own 90-foot car.

We crossed the bridge and bumped down a narrow bad road to the private train.

Somehow word of the disaster had already reached those servants who had not taken advantage of free time to have a few drinks and a game of cards in Foxtown, Gaston’s colored section. They were milling on the tracks outside the train, their agitation clearly defined even from a distance. One of the maids had been encircled by others; she gestured toward the hilltop institute. I surmised that she had been waiting at the chapel for an elderly mistress, perhaps peeking through a vestibule door at the wedding. When the carnage began, she ran in a panic all the way back to the train.

Bull Pete was there, of course, the only colored man Boss ever trusted with a gun, the only man I knew large enough to carry a .45 automatic in his back pocket and scarcely show a bulge. As long as Bull Pete was in charge, the railroad’s property would remain inviolate, and each and every nigra—there must have been fifty aboard, counting the New Orleans jazz band—would be the picture of decorum.

Bull Pete was alongside the scout car as soon as it stopped. Behind him some of the women were keening and crying, throwing themselves down in the filthy ballast between tracks.

“Lord, Mist’ Champ!” Bull Pete said, eyes bulging in distress. “What’s happened up there? Dubretta say Clipper went clean out his head! She say—”

“Bull Pete, has Nhora heard about it?”

He was slow to speak again as he struggled with the impact of the news. Murder, destruction, calamity. And Boss dead. The worst news of all. I could see it in his eyes. Day and night he had watched over Boss, for twenty years.

“Suh! Suh!” Tears were rolling down his cheeks. He held on to the scout car, quaking at the knees like a common drunk. I thought he would fall down too. “You gots tell me. It cain’t be true. Aowwwww, suh! Not the Boss! Not the Bosssssss!”

“Boss is dead,” I said sharply, tasting bile. “Clipper—Corrie Billings too. I can’t explain, not yet. For God’s sake get control of yourself. Quiet those women down. I have something to do. Bull Pete, will you listen to me?”

He sobbed once more, and was done with it, although I doubted the misery would ever leave his eyes. He hadn’t been there. No thought that he was needed, not on Clipper’s wedding day. Still, he would blame himself.

I ordered Jenner to back up to the private car. “Find something I can use for a crutch,” I said to Jenner.

Brakestone helped me aboard. It was dim and cool in Boss’s car. The butler’s pantry was empty. I knocked and waited and knocked again, banging the door with my fist. No one answered. I had Brakestone wait and let myself in.

The long railroad car was divided, half parlor, half bedroom. The parlor, Boss’s domain, was unoccupied. Fine paintings and books and gaming tables for the serious cardplayers Boss liked to have with him on a trip. The odors of humidors. I made my way from one piece of Victorian
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